Dental pain in the ED: costs that hurt patients and EDs.
The objective of this retrospective study was to determine if the collection rates for dental related visits to the emergency department (ED) are less than collection rates for ED visits for other problems. Data were analyzed from one Kentucky hospital's electronic health record system from April 2010 to April 2012. Collection rates for patients who received care in the ED for uncomplicated dental problems were compared to collection rates for all patients who received care in the ED for any reason. Each month during the study period, an average of 77 patients presented to the ED for dental problems. Compensation rates for physician fees were 9.8% for dental related care and 39% for all patients who received care for any reason. Compensation rates for hospital fees were 16% for dental related care and 20.1% for all patients who received care for any reason. Uninsured patients accounted for 68.8% of physician fees and 62.4% of hospital fees for dental related care. Using the ED as a dental safety net is costly to the patient because the underlying problem is typically not resolved and costly to the hospital because of very low collection rates. In addition, other patients who present to the ED for non-dental, high acuity problems may have delayed care or no care because of the number of patients using the ED for dental pain.